EPISODES   OF  THE   GREAT   WAR         [1917

the British soldier, and especially of those county
line regiments which have always been the backbone
of the British army. Moreover, for a year and more
he had been making ready for the offensive in which
he was to play the chief part. Methodical and
patient preparation had been carried by him to the
pitch of genius.

The, Wytschaete-Messines ridge had seen no fighting
since the close of 1914. But for nearly two years an
offensive had been going on underground. As early
as July 1915 it had been resolved to make use of the
clay stratum below our position for extensive mining
operations, and in January 1916 we had gone seriously
to work. We used in our tunnelling companies some
of the best expert talent in the world, men who in
private life had received large salaries from mining
corporations. It was work attended by endless
difficulties and dangers. Water-bearing strata would
suddenly be encountered, which necessitated dam-
ming and pumping work on a big scale. The enemy
was busy counter-mining, and we had to be ever on
the watch to detect his progress, and by camouflets
to blow in his galleries.

From the last days of May a pitiless bombardment
had assailed the enemy area, devastating his front
line and searching out his rear positions. The last
remnants of Wytschaete and Messines villages dis-
appeared. The woods on the slopes ceased to be
tattered, and became fields of stumps. Our raiding
activity was unceasing, and from dazed prisoners
and from many captured letters we learned of the
miseries of the enemy. British aircraft spent their
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